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Voice and Register
In Latle Dorrit

M THE LAST twénty or thirty vears interest in the analvsis of

narrative fme ahifted from the stroctore of plot und character 1o nar-
rutive sittition, the act of speaking throuph which s fictionn] world s
constructed, Bot this shift has done Tiitle to overcome the basie dunlism
uf sarrative theory. Through the diehotomy of narrative discourse and
represented reality the caregories of amily=1s come 1 refer fo two dis-
porate ontodogseal reslimd thnt of textial enunelagion, and that of a
represented world which 7 i some sense extralinguistic and prior to
the form of its presentation. Even wheén “presented world" s placpd
withan rotation marks, to indicate the pseodoreferentinl status of liters
sry signdficition, the category rofnbis ambivalent : the coherence of the
fictingal world is sten not as & coastrocied and conventional coberence
Iitst ai= in- effect of the coberence of the 1eal world,

The Polish theoretician Junusz Shawineki has argued thas a5 Jong as

narrative is understood qs tepresentation rather 1han 52 dseonrge, the
basic explanatory categories oF nurrative theory will be mken divectly
frum levels of coneretigation which are themsehvrs in need of explana-
tin. These categuries consise of wealities which have already eome into
beingg or the Tesis of previows nterpretstive sieps. Consequently -
e cun treat the marmator s though be had o sohutotial existence outshde the
sarrizrve, amd talk'of his giituds fooverd the representsd world se oo eplaprme-
bogrics| o pioral relaten, wichanm regarnd for ghe circtmistance fhat this i showe
ol m elvoter o semangic celaticnd betwei cirtam it ol the normative iferance.
One eadi frent m Lhe sume WaF illier wlemmeity of g-p-'.: representation ke time
wpacs, th chiracucilogEal welis of & G, and & o) . o These are 21l tao aften
Interprettinn of the second, whird, or even hights degree, and they take as their
abject phicnonimia, which heve glreidy, in the coarss of concresieation by the
ronder, bien Tidlt abowe the bavel of doe el

1 Literatior als Syrtem snd Prisefl, teane. Rod Flegoth (Manick, 1075), p. 62
Figlish translations are my own!
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However, Slawinski Delieves that the “semantic” conception of narra-
tion developed hy the Russian Formalists is capable of overcoming this
dunlism. ITn Ejkenbaum’s work on skaz, for example, the categories of
“plot” and “narrator” work as “semantic constructions of the narrative
discourse, whose mode of being iz precisely thar of the process of this
discourse, The narrative work is not the sam of two heterogeneous
spheres, the ‘stylistic’ and the ‘represented’; it 15 a homogeneous totality
which can be cliaracterized in every one of its elements as utterance,”™

I want to sugpest two conditions under which T think such a unitary
conception of the Hterary text is possible. The first concerns the status
of the concept of discourse itself. The strocturalist orthodoxy of our
century places discourse (parole) in opposition to language as & Sys-
temic mstitution made up essentially of the formal phonological, grom-
matical, and morphosyntactic systems, and excluding semantics and the
relation of language to its context. Discourse ean therefore only be
understood as the contingent and indeterminate surface realization of
an essential deep stroctare, The language system is rule-governed, dis-
course is not. For literary theorists, however, this has tended to be 2
relatively unfrustful conceptiom of discourse, since 1t sharply separates
literary discourse, which we know to be highly structuresd by the literary
genires, {rom the apparently unstructured realm of nonliterary discourse.

An alternative eonception of discourse as a systematically codified
process can be drawn from a developing sociolinguistic tradition. The
seminal figure here is Voloéinov, who proposed that the universe of dis-
course is structured by genrey of discourse, which he defined as norma-
tivelv structured clusters of formal, contextual, and thematic features,
“ways of speaking” in & particular situation  each penre is stratified as
a social practice throngh the imporiance of “language etiquette, speech
tact, and other forms of adjusting an utterance to the hierarchical or-
ganization of society.”” The kinds of meaning that can be produced are
therefore determined by the structure of these rule-governed farma-
ticms. Thiz concept has heen given greater precision through Halliday's
developrent of the cancept of register. Hegister 1s the semantic poten-
tial recurrently ascociated with a given situation type.! 1t is marked hy
formal characteristics but “the distinction between one registér and an-
other is a distinetion of refad is-said as much a8 of fore it 18 sadd, without
any enforced separation between the two® (p. 34, In this thesty the
context is coneeived semiotically as a situation fype, that is, a “constel-

2 Stawiiaki, pp, 85-86,

B, W, Vololinoy, Mareizm pnd the Philosoplhy of Longwage, trans. Ladislay
Matejloa and 1, B Titunile (New York and London, 1673), o 210 V. N, Volo&inoy
wis & peenderiym for Mikhadl Bakhtin.

43l A, K. Hallidsy, Longuage as Social Semiotic {London, 1978), p, 111;
hereafter cited in the text
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latzon of meanings deriving from the semiotic system that constitutes the
culture” (p. 10%), This constellation can be analvzed in terms of the
three variahles of field, tenor, and mode, which “represent in systematic
farm the type of activity in which the text has significant function
(field ], the status and role relationships involved (tenor), and the sym-
bolic mode and rhetorical channels that are adopted (mode)™ (p. 122).
The meaningof & piece of language is a function of the interaction of all
of these variables Language is therefore not 2 newtral or transparent
medium, nor is it "an aggregate of conventional forms of expression
superposed on some underlying content by ‘sockil factors’ of one ldnd
or another” (p. 111}, Every utterance is relative to a particular generie
configuration which specifies normal relations of authority between
speakers enmincinting certain kinds of mesnings in formulatdons appro-
priate to that kind of situstion, The specific means and conditions of
signification are therefore crucially involved in the production of mean-
ing. This conception of the systematic codification of discoursze should
in fact be much more accepalle to literary theorists concerned with the
particular ways in which literary discourse i3 shaped by the norms and
conventions of genre and familiar with a number of registers—such 4s
prayer, sermans, riddles, chants, and jokes—which are situated midway
between literary and everyday discourse.

The secomd condition for a unitary conception of the discursive struc-
ture of Hterary texts iz that literature be understood az a disconrse which
transiorms other structures of discourse, This means that its raw mate-
rial, its “content,” would not be of & different order of heing from itself,
Literature would be seen as 2 metadiscourse working on prior systems
which are organizations hoth of valoes and of positions of enuncistion
of those values, Consequently its high-order construets of plot, char-
acter, narrator, space, time, and g0 on would need to he regarded as
cffects of the conventions of & particular genre of literary discourse, as
reality-effects produced in the intertéxtunl operation of one discourse
upan another.

By using the concept of register we can analyze the text a5 a play of
voices, that is; of utterances made from shifting positions specified by
the registers the text invokes. These positions are not necessarily actu-
alized as those of 2 personified speaker | they are positions appropriate
to  krinid of speaker. The concept of voice, which was first systematically
used by Bakhtin, has an advantage over traditional concepls such as
paint of view in that it is not in the first instance subordinate to concreti-
zatiants drawn from a represented world, that is; to the “conscioustiess”
or “vision” of characters or the narrator. There is, therefore, no sharp
division between disconrse which is assigned, directly or indirectly, to
a character and discourse which has its source in other texte, The narra-

26dl



LITTLE DORRIT

tive process can be theorized as a unified structure which knits together
heteropenesns discourses; everything in the text is language.

Free indirect discourse, which becamie a major narrative device only
in the nineteenth century, is of particular interest for the hnguisbc
analysis of narrative in that it foregrounds the number of different con-
texts of enunciation from which the discourse of the text originates, It
ean most economically be deweribed as o “duoal vonce™ situated between
narrative and represented voice and combimng aspects of the homo-
penents modality of indireet speech (the conformation of the tense se-
quence and personal pronouns in the embedded clanse to those of the
main clange) with aspects of the eplit modality of the quoting of direct
speech (deictics referring to the context of the quoted speech ; the use of
exclamations, incomplete sentences, oral intonation patterns, e ) 5t is
this ambivalence both of prammatical structure and of perepective which
emphasizes the shiitig directionality of narrative. Roland Harthes has
in fact argued that this sense of direction is characteristic only of the
classical movel, although I think that the indeterminacy of the modern
text could be secn as a special case of the plural voice. According to
Barthes:

In the clasdic text the majority of the olieronces are assigned @n ocgim, we can
dentity their parentage, who 18 speaking § either a eonscionsness (o oocharaeter,
of the auther ) or a culturs (the snomymois is ol 80 origin, a volee ., . )., .. The
bt way o concstve the elassical plural is then to listen ta the text as an mdescent
exchange carried on by multiple voices, oo different wiveleigths and subject from
time b time to s oswdden dicgelye, leaving a gap which enables the utterance to
shift from one point of view to another, without warning.®

An analysis of the following extended passage from Little Dorrit will
demonstrate the way in which these tomal shifts correspond to a play of
quatations from or allusions to a number of different registers.

Arthur Clennam wret on to the present purport of his visit: namels; o make
Plormish the instroment of effecting Tip's releise, with as Tittle detriment as pos-
sthli 1o the self-relipnee and:-seli-helpfulnes: of the yvoumyg man, supposing hom to
possess any remnoont of those quabities: without doubt 3 very wide Seetch' of
supposition.”

The last phrase initiates the fArst major shift of volce in this passage,
Subjective adverbs or adverbial phrases of assertion like “without

¥Cf Roy Pascal, The Dual Foice (Manchester, 19771, ond Anh Banfeld,
“Narrative Styla and the Grammar of Direct and Indirect Speech,” Foundations
of Larguage, 10 (1973}, 1-39, For my wie of the concept of medality, cf. B Hodge
and . Kregs, Language ax Ideclagy (London, 1979), pp. 83 and 91,

§5/Z 0 An Exmy, trans, Richard Miller (New York, 1974}, pp. 41-42,

T Charles Dickens, Lévdle Dorrdt (1857 rpt. Harmosdiworth, 1967, pp, 181
82 : hereafter cited 1n the text,
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doubt” tend to function as indices of free indirect discourse.” The “sup-
position” which in this phrase iromeally negates that of the preceding
phrase may either be Clennam's or that of a moral spokesman whose
voice 15 suiddenly foregrounded, More probably, ot 15 a fusion of the two,
in which Clennam’s opimion s supplemented by a voice more open and
sarcastic than his own.

Plornizh, having besn made adquninted with the cavie of aetion from the Delen-
dant's own mouth, gave Arthur to onderstond that the Plaingif was 2 “Chaonter
—amreaming, ot A smger of anthemns, but & seller of horsaes—and that ha { Ploradsh)
considered that 1en shdllings i the pound “would settle handsome.” and that more

would be 2 waste of money, (p. 182)

The capitalization of “the Defendant™ and “the Plaintfl™ perlaps
mdicates that the intonational stress 15 a quetation from Plornich, who
i in awe of the legal register he is adopting. If that is so, then this sen-
tence contains three different modes of rendition of Plornish' speeeh—
direct speech, indirect speech, and iree indirect discourse in addition to
the parenthetical voice of the authontative narrator,

The Principal and mstrument sson drove off together to a stoble-vard in High
Halborm, ..

The reference to Clennam's desire to “'make Plornish the instroment of
effecting Tip's release™ is an internal quotation. In this elaborated form
as a ponderous circumlocution it works at the same time asa quotation
trom legal jargon,

- .. where & remarloibly fne grey pelding warth at the lowest figore, seventy-five
puineas (Dot laking into account the vilue of the shot he had been made to swallow
for the mmprovement of his form b, was to be parted with for a twenty-pound note,
in consequence of his having ruh away last weelk with AMrs, Caprain Barbary of
Cheltepham; who wasn't up to a korse of his courape, aod whao, in mere spite,
insister] on selling Him for that raichculons sum | o, 40 other words, on giving him
away,

This sentence of free indirect discourse fuses the narrator’s discourse
with the hyperbolic discourse of horse trading. The parenthetical phrase
—"not taking inte account the yalue of the shot he had been maide to
swallow for the improvement of his form”—is of a higher degree of
coamplexity. By its continuity with the free indirect discourse it seems to
be iromm the same source, but the contradictory content indicates that the
voice is that of the narrator minnng the alien register.

Although I have identified voice as having its sonrce in secondary
concretizations (“Plornish,” “the narrator™), this in no way contradicts
the principle of the priority of discourse over the quasi-real entities
which are its effects, since m the novel the assignment of a source

5 Cf. Pascal, p. 1
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diseotrse functions precisely as a means of constructing these totalities ;
they are confirmed by being produced. Thar the assignment of risconur se
to & character is a secondary operation subsequent to its idennfication as
a remister is indicazed by the fact that the source of the free indirect die-
course here iz not immediately located. The passage contmues

Plornish, gomg up this yord alome and leaving bis Principsd oaile, found & gon-
tleman with tight drab begs, a rather old hav & Title hooked stick, aed o blos
neckerchiel {Captain Maroon of Gloucesiershire, o private friend of Lapiain Bar-
bary ) ; who bapoened to be there, in o friemdly way, to mention these litle CiTTIm =
sfanees concerming the remarkably fine grev gelding to any real judge of & horse
and qitick emapper-up of o good thing, who might ook in at that: pddress a3 per
gilvertisement,

To be a character is to be both a source of discourse and an object of
discourse ; but there 15 1o I.'-i'u'-."j‘j“f.'r'l,.' for the JRTEDN of horse tﬂﬁiﬂg_ T
have been located in a particular speaker. The source conld equally well
have been left idelinite, that is, assigned to a tvpe of speaker, Every
register specifics a limited number of positions of utterance appropriate
to it, and these positions may viry or may not be further specified asan
ohject of the discourse of the text. The continuation of the free indirect
discourse after the description of Captain Maroon of Gloucestershire
has the effect of simulianeously fdentifying him retrospectively as the
sonree of the passage about the "remarkably fine gelding™ and de fining
him as the kind of speaker who would be likely to fill the position of
utterarice appropriate to that register.

The basic unit of analysis that 1.am using is therefore not character
but those normative genres of discourse which may or may not be as-
signed to a specific persona, In this passage T would identify four mian
registers: that of nineteenth-centary realist narrative, that of commercial
transaction, legal jargon, and cockney dialect. The narrative norm gov-
erns three distinet voices : that of a nentral narrator, that of the moraliz-
ing narrator who condemns Tip, and that of the narrator who parodies
Captain Maroon, However, if the phrase “without doubt a very wire
stretch of supposition” can be read as a fusion of the narrator's voice
with Clennam’s, then we could argue that there is also a direct corre-
spondence between Clennam's perspective and the narrative norm. Legal
fargon is assigned in one case, indirectly, to Plornish, and m the other
case—the phrase about “the Principal and instrument”—to a marrative
viriee quoting and perhaps parodying iteelf, The jargon of horse trading
is assigned indirectly to Captain Maroon ; the Cockney dialect, which is
techmically not a register but which seems in this case to be functioning
in the zame way, is assigned directly to Plorish.

The interest of this typology is, | think, that it allows vs to analyze
the novel in terms of relations between different kinds of discursive
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authority, each producing specific reality-effects, and in particular be-
tween literary and nonliterary structures of discourse. The force of the
norms of nineteenth-century narrative lies in their monologic autharity.
Through their projection of a world which is objective and external
to the formal structures through which it is enunciated, they sustain
an authoritative definition of the real as s moral universe. The other
registers invoked in this passage are still subsumed beneath this author-
ity ; but at the same time they work to break the monopoly of verisimili-
tude held by the omniscient narrator. Bakhtin's concept of dialogic dis-
course i relevant here: by this he means discourse which is orjented
toward and in some way influenced by an alien discourse.? Parody,
stylization, the projected nartator, free indirect discourse—any dis-
course which stresses the et of speaking and its relation to other acts
of spealang—mwould function as a kind of doulle voice. Clearly the dis-
tinction between monologic and dialogic discourse is one of degree, since
I have argued earlier that ail literary discourse is a refation to previons
discursive structures. But we could define mionologic modes of discourse
mn tetns of the suppression of alternative ways of speaking and the ra-
production of official norms, and dialogic modes in terms of the plurali-
zation of the text and the transformation of official norms. Further, it is
those registers specified as appropriate by the genre—in this case par-
ticularly the morally superior discoutse of the omniscient narrator—
which tend to embody official values, whereas those registers drawn
from other realbte—particalarly those which transgress stylistic de-
corum—tend to subvert the authority of the dominant discourze.

This dominant discourse now needs to be defined more precisely in
terms of the options made possilile by the penre. The form of the novel
that Dickens developed was a complex hybrid, and despite the huge
(uantity of commentary on his work there i3 hardly any substantial
nnalysis of the diffcrent subgenres wihich were fused in the making of
this form. Schematically we conld say that the major underlying sub-
genres are a multistranded form of picaresque derived basically from
Smollett and a form of Gothic which perbaps owes more to current
Victorian melodrama than to the Gothic novel proper. The eharacter-
istic structure of the Gothic form is the double time scale which links a
surface plot to a second plot buried in the past (it is from this Chedipal
plot structure that the modern detective story developed ). The striseture
of the multistranded picaresque, on the other hand, is esseatially syn-
chronic, a juxtaposition of simultaneous narratives. What happens in
the fusion of these two forms &5 that the principle of resolution of dia-
chironically separate strands is extended to the synchronically separate

¥ Mildil Bakhtin, Probiems of Dostorraky’s Poeics, trans. R. W, Roteel {Ann
Arbor, Mich, 1973}, pp. 153 6.
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strands. The discourse of the novel knots together plot structures which
are both temporally and spatially dispersed. Miss Wade formulates this
double teleclogy early in Liftle Dorrit: “In our course through life we
shall meet the people who are coming to meet w5, from many strange
places and by many strange roads . . . antd what it is set to us to do to
them, and what it is set to them to do to us, will all be done™ (p, 63).

Amangst the plurality of narrative modes in Little Dorrit it is clearly
the Gothic register which carries the burden of official moral anthority,
1t serves as the velicle for a moral melodrama centered on the figure of
Little Dorrit and expounding the themes of filial love, forebearance, and
the accomplishment of Duty. And the fntslity of its unfolding turns the
narrative itself into a representative and instrament of the meluctable
laws of moral retribution. The thetoric of the Gothic register is a rheto-
ric of doom and judgment which is relativized only by its discordant
juxtaposition with other registers,

At the same time, however, the Gothie mode permits the thematiza-
tion of material which efectively subyerts the surface moral code. This
material relates to a prst which s suppressed and which therehy con-
taminales the present, producing the disarder which mativates the con-
tingencies of the plot. It is thematized through a number of different
strands of imagery. At the very center of the boole i3 the image of the
dead travellers in the mortuary at the Great Sant Bernard monastery,
frozen inoan eternal gesture, Sundlarly, the imagery of impnsonment
refers not only to physical confinement but to the retardation of time.
The light of Chapter 1 1% net only impeisoned but is also “the light of
vesterday week, the light of six months ago, the light of six years ago.
Soslack and dead [ (p. 46, and the mirror in Miss Wade's apartment
is "o clouded that it seermed o hold in magie preservation all the fogs
and bad weather it had ever reflected” (g 376). Ilora lives in a Vsober,
silent, air-tight house” pervaded by the smell of old ruse-leaves and
lavender (p. 18G), and she herself is described, in a boid simile; as be-
having “with a caricature of her girlish manoer, such as.a mummer
might have presented at her own funeral, if she had lived and died in
classical antiquity” (p. 192), Mrs. Clennwm, finally, is the focus of a
whale series of images of the ohscure preservation ot secrets: the watch
with iteadmonitory inscription striving toforce the past into the present ;
the cellars of the house and the strong room, “stored with old ledgers,
which had as musty and corrupt & smell asif they were regularly bal-
anced, in the dead small hours, by a nightly resutrection of old book-
keepers” (p. 93) ; and more generally the neighborhood of the house, the
streets of which “seemed all depositories of oppressive secrets™ [p. 596).

The secret which haunts the novel is, of course, brought to hight in
the dénouement which unfolds the suppressed nurrative within the pres-
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enit in order to restore and complete the order of narrative, But this story
of wills and codicils; with all its improbahle complexities, can surely not
he anything other than a rationalization, sereening a repressed Oedipal
configuration—a structure of the positions of symbolic Father, Mother,
and Child and the relations of attraction and identification between them
—which is the unconseious of the text. Pary of the force of the Gathic
mode, indeed, lies in this potential for hringing repressed material so
close to the textual surface without ever breaking through it

The most interesting identification in the suppressed story is that
which the codicil makes between Little Dorrit and Arthur Clenmam’s
real mother (p. 848). But the identification is in fact much more com-
plex, Clennam's relationship to Little Dorrit is never that of a peer; nor
i3 it, as the difference in their ages might sugrest, merely a paternal re-
lationship. Rather, it i=a component of & structure in which the relations
of father/dauglter and mother/ehild are fully reversible. When Clen-
nam bes ill in prison, Litfle Dorrit announces harself to him as “your
own poor child” ; and yet she at once adopts a maternal role, nursing him
“a5 lovingly, and GOD knows as innnocently, as she had nursed her
father in that room when she had been but a baby, needing all the care
from others that she took of them'' (p. 825 ). The reference to the nurs-
ing of her father recalls a previous passage which invokes the myth af
Fuphrasin suckling her father, King Evander, during his imprison-
ment : “There was a classical daughter once—perhaps—who munistered
to her father in his prison as her mother had ministered to her™ [ pp.
273-74), Both of these passages state the strong piradox that the feniale
child is the mother of its own father. They identify Clennam, the lover,
witly Mr. Dorrit: and in both cases the emphasis on the innocence of
the act of nursing suggests the probable incestuousness uf one or hoth
of these relationsiups,'”

At the same Hme this trapsformation of irreversible parent/child
refations into reversible and incestuous relations, both for Clennam and
far Little Dorrit, works as a negation of sexuality insofar as it subli-
mates Little Darrit as ade-eroticized mather-figure. In this sense it com-
pletes the lack left by Mrs. Cletinam’s vacating of the position of mother,
and it reinforces that predominant Dickensian myth of the foundling
who has lost his real parents. But if the sublimation aceords closely with
the official moral ethos of the novel, it nevertheless fails to displace Mrs,

W Cf Dhanne Sadoff, “Storytelling and the Figure of the Father in Linle
Darrit” PMLA. 95 (1980), 240: “Lintle Dorrifs version of incest represents this
doble bond of incest—familial desire and the temporal collapse of generation, The
narcative eollapses the family onte twe fipures | the daughter whom the father
seduces beeomes the mother who nurtures him, while the fatherly fgure of the law
becomes, through regression, the sen. This dyad combines all the roles pozsible in
am incest matrix."
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Clennam from her generically and symbolically central role as a type of
that other, randomly evoked figure of the suckling mother : the Capito-
line she-wolf (p. G08). Equally threatening is the motherless lesian,
Miss Wade, whose “History of a Self-Tormentor”' directly contradicts
the moral anthority of the narrative discourse by presenting a set of In-
compatible counterreadings. Only since Dostoevsky has it been possible
for the seriousness of the maral melodrama buile around Miss Wade and
Tattycoram to be appreciated,

The other way m which the Gothic register allows for internal con-
tradiction is a function of its position outside the representational main-
stream of the nineteenth-century reahist novel. Henry James expressed
this neatly when he wrote of OQur Mutual Friend that it was "so m-
tensely soritten, so little seen, known, or felt,” and contrasted the “habit-
ual probable of nature” to the “habitual impossible of Mr. Dickens, ™11
Comsider the following passage

As he went along, ppon & dreary night, the dim streets by which he wént, scemed
all depositarics of oppressive secrets, The deserted counting=-houses, with their
soerets of books and papers locked up in chests and safes ; the banking-houses; with
their gecrets of atrong rooms and wells, the keys of which were i a very few seeret
pockets and a very few secret hreasts ; the secrets of all the dispersed grinders in
the vast mill, among whom there were doubtless plunidorers, forgers, and trust-
betenvers of many sorts, whom the light of any doy that dawned might reveal :
he could have fancied that thezse things, in hiding, mparted a beaviness-to the air.
The shadow thickening and thickenmg as he approached #ts source. he thooght of
the secrets of the lonely church-vaults, whiere the poople who had hoarded and
seereted 1 irom coffers were it their turn simikiely hoarded, not vet at rest from
doang Born ;o oane] then of the secrets of the river, as it rolled its turbid thile between
twn frowning wildernesses of secrets extending, thick and dense, for many miles,
and warding off the free air and the free country swept by wineds-and wings of
birds, [ 396-97 )

The reality-effects of this text—the structure of images imbued with a
particular moral ethos—are effects specific to the Gothie penre. Thatr
genre constructs an order which emphasizes the subjective appreben-
sion of a threarening environment, and the main verh of each of these
three sentences is a verb of subjective perception : the streers “seemed”
to Clennam; he “could have fancied™; he “thought of.” By means of
theze verbs the text moves outward from the indicetive mood to the sub-
junctive, and this movement townrd the realm of the possible is con-
structed on a framework of Gothac fofor | enme, shadow, church vaults,
graves, the river. In this process language takes on a large degree of
autonomy, building up alternative worlds on the Lasis of collocations
which are conventional for the genre. It 1= the stylized discursive pat-

11 Chapter ii in Selected Litrrary Oriticiom, ed. Morris Shapira, 2od ed. (1963
rpt. Flarmondsworth, 1962 ), pp. 32-33,
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terns of the genre, in other words, which enable the solidification of a
reality which is clearly based in the thetorical play of language: in the
repetition of the waord “secret™; in the assonance of “winds and wings
of Lirds” : in the concealed jambic pentameters of the second half of the
third sentenice. In this mode the ehiim to linguistic transparency 15 con-
siderably weaker than in the classic nineteenth-century realist text,
Dickens anchors the world of his novels in discourse ina way and toan
extent unthinkable in the novels of Flanbert or Ehat or Telstoy.

This aulonemization of language is of course not restricted to the
(iothic genre, althoueh it is arguable that the peculiar ontology of the
Gothic mode provided much of the antirepresentational impetus of
[hckens' writing, Much of the romic force of his novels depends on a
similar process of literalization of the hypothetical or the figurative, For
example, young John Chivety is described by his mother as sitting
among the clotheshines in his backyar] because “he feels as if it was
groves.” The phrase is later quoted literally by the narrator: “Here the
gooil woman pointed to the little window, whence her son might be seen
sitting disconsolate in the tuneless groves” (pp, 303-04). A more ex-
tended example of this playing of literal against Ggurative meanings is
the description of Mr: E.'s Aunt:

An amaring Hitle ald woman, with 2 face like a-staring wooden doll too cheap
for expression and a =4 yellow wig perched wnevenly on the top of her head, as
if the child who owned the doll had driven a tack through it anywhere, so that it
anly got fastened on. Another remarkable thing in this little old woman was, that
the same child seemed 1o have damaged her face in two or three places with some
l¥snt imstroment fm the nature of & apoon; her countenance, and particnlariy the
tip of her nose, presenting the:phenomens of several dints, generally suswering to
the bowi of (hatarticle. [p 195)

Here the initial analogy with a doll generites a suppositions owner of
the doll who is then linked with a series of predicates; and this cham
moves so far away from the original Ggurative status of the association
that Mr. F.'s Aunt does indeed assume the qualities of a doll, and he-
comes the inhalitant of an uncertain realm somewhere between the
animate and the nanimate. A similar process turns Mrs, Merdie synec-
dochally into 4 boscm and by a further metonymic extension into a
display case for jewelry (p. 293 ).

Throtgh these deviees the novel is able 16 & certnin extent to subvert
that monolithic moral reality cartied predominantly (but contradic-
torily ] by the Gothic mode. This subversion is in fact thematized 1n
Little Dorrit through the opposition of efficial to nonofficial linguistic
forms. Official language is coneeived in terms of the avoidance of the
tnboo: Dorelt erects a wall of “genteel fictions,” “elaborate forms,’” and
“cercmony and pretence” aguinst his knowledge that his daughters
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work (p. 114), After the family’s rise to wealth Fanny, speaking in
accordance with Mrs. General's regime of linguistic censorship, will
refer to Clennam as “that very objectionable and unpleasant persen,
who, with a total #bsence of all delicacy, which our experience might
have led us to expect {rom him, insulted us and outraged our feelings in
so public and wilful 3 manner on #n oecasion 10 which it is undersiood
among us that we will not more pointedly allude” (p, 506, Cireumlo-
cution of this order becomes a genernlized social theme in the deserip-
tion of the Circumioeation Uffice : the seli-perpetuation of the governing
class is seen to depend upon the self-perpetoating proliferation of bu-
reavcratic langunge.

Thiese furms of the official are adeqieitely trédted atan overt therniatic
level. A more important subversion of the ideological authority of mong-
Jogic forms of language ocours, however, through the value given to the
opposition belween written and spoken forms, and in particilar the
stress on iliosyncratic styles of speech, either directly represented or
ineorporated into the narrative discourse. The speech of many of the
lower-class characters—shat of the Flornishes, for example—is a defor-
ation of standard forms and =0 works both s parody and as 3 simple
cormic incongruity. The really complex idinlects are those of Flom and
Mr. F's Aunt, Flora's rambling strings of free association dre almost
jmpenetrable because she in fact speaks hoth parts of a dinlogue. This
means that she can assunie total comprehension of her presuppositions
hecause there is no need of 2 response from the actual interlocutor whom
she usesasa prop. In the case of Mr. F.'s Aunt this tendency to hermeti-
cism becomes complete, This lady has “a propensity to offer remarks in
a deep warning voice, which, being totally uncalled for by anything said
by anybody, and tracealle to no association of ideas, confounded and
terrified the mind, Mr. F.'s Aunt may have thrown in these observations
nn somie system of her own, and it may have Leen genions, or ven
subtle: but the key Lo it was wanted” (p. 199). The failure of significa-
tion undermines the rationality of the novel’s moral universe, asa kind
af threatening madness. And it is in this very opacity of the signifier that
much of the violence and the neurotic energy that underiie the text are
able to rize to the surfuce. '

T sumearize : it is in the articulation of different modes of language
—different registers—ihat the reality-effects and the fictivn-eflects of
the literary text are generated. This articulation involves relations of
dominance and subordination between registers, and this clash of lan-
griages is a clash of realities, thatis, of moral universes, Representativnal
narmstive is tiot exernpt from the principle of the amlytic priority of
structures of language over secondary coneretizations like plat, char-
acter, or narrator, Indeed, T would argue that the precondition for a
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umitary conception of the literary text is that its “contént” be under
stood, not as the material of reality or experience but as structures o
discourse which are reproduced or transformed in the discourse of thy
text.

Dickens' sensitivity to register and to the linguistic foundations o
narrative make him a paradigmiatic example for the analysis of literary
discourse. The theory which underpins this amalvsis will be strength-
ened as linguistics comies to deal more rigorously with the svstematic
codification of discourse and as literary criticism in its turn 15 ahle te
concentrate on the elaboration and transformation of theee codes in the
more complex genres of hterary discourse,

Murdech University, Western Australia
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